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Assess the view that the Oct Revolution of 1917 changed Russian government more than other
events in the period from 1855-1964.

There were some excellent responses to this question with themes such as ideology, nature of
leadership or the mechanics of government being deployed. Many, however, were not at home with
these concepts and either attempted to engage the answer via policy — which does not answer the
question — or in a ruler by ruler approach which damaged any synthesis present. Furthermore, the
focus on the October Revolution caused a lot of problems. Centres have obviously prepared
candidates to engage in change and continuity debates; the problem was that many of them could
not assume a flexible position which argued that the events of 1917 ushered in a period of
significant change regarding the government of Russia. There were also problems when candidates
set out to list key events but without much cross-referencing and synthesis. Those who did better
did try to assess political and governmental areas — ideologies, political author and power,
structures, parties, democracy or its lack, representative rule or its lack, constitutions. Repression
featured as did forms of control, whilst a small number of candidates did assess the problems of
nationalities. But the necessary argument and counter-argument often suffered because of
unevenness or under-use of synthesis. Some candidates set out to answer a previous question about
the role of wars in shaping developments in government. It is also worth pointing out that a major
problem for some candidates was their tendency to forget that the Provisional Government was the
victim of October, not the Tsarist regime. The Provisional Government, when it was discussed,
tended to be summarily dismissed for being short-lived thus making an estimation of the true
significance of October very difficult. The consequent tendency was to try to argue that there was a
high degree of continuity between Nicholas II's regime and full-blown Marxism-Leninism. The very
best answers, however, saw October as ending a liberalising trend that had begun in 1905, if not
under Alexander I, and reached its apogee under the Provisional Government. Most candidates,
however, simply dismissed the Duma period as continuing autocracy. Good answers also picked up
on the impact of the Civil War, or the reforms of Alexander II, or the totalitarian approach of Stalin
with a nod to Khrushchev. Weaker responses merely listed turning points exclusively with little
synthesis. It was also frequent for candidates to not cover the whole period and fail to discuss
completely, or at best only make passing comment on events after 1917.

‘The development of Russian government was influenced more by revolution than by any other
factor.” How far do you agree with this view of the period 1855-1964?

Some candidates struggled with this question, for two reasons. First, they found it difficult to
compare and contrast the importance of factors as they influenced government. Second, and
despite comments made about this on previous reports, they drifted to looking at issues not related
to government (that is, of an economic and social nature). There were a significant number of very
good responses that did avoid these pitfalls though. The very best argued how revolution could not
be divorced from other developments especially war but also the ideologies of particular leaders.
Such responses were invariably well informed about the different facets of government, including
ideology, tools of government and governmental structures. Some candidates were less well versed
in Russian politics and government and ended up making gross generalisations about
authoritarianism, dictatorships and totalitarianism. Overall, success on this question depended on
how much thought was given to the key terms involved and how an answer could be planned to
cover all the key variables effectively.



